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I. INTRODUCTION
The prob lem I want to d iscuss with you this eveni ng is particularly
acute, if not peculiar ro, contemporary first worl d Western culture. le
is, like many of our cultural problems such as inclusivicy, add ictions,
and family breakdown, ironically a product, to a large extent, of our
unp recedented abundance, leisure, and freedom. T h e problem is the
relationship between religion and sp irituality.
Fam iliar statistics detail the decline of the mainline Pro testant
churches even though fundamentalist denominations and Roman
1
Catholicism are growing numerically. Neve rtheless, Catholic "practice" or institutional participation (in the sense of going to church,
espousing Church teaching, observing Church laws, or referri ng to
the cl ergy for guidance) is much less widespread tha n in the past and
Catholics are much more likely to be involved in what was once called
" indifferencism" or the relativizi ng of exclusivist claims for Catholicism
as the unique path to salvation. 2 In other words, altho ugh the majority
of Americans claim some religious affiliatio n and religion is apparently
a permanent feat ure of American culture, religion as a powerful influence in individual or societal life seems to be in serious trouble. 3
On the other hand, sp irituality has rarely enjoyed such a high
profile, positive evaluation, and even economic success as it does amo ng
Americans today. Publishers and bookstores report th at spirituali ty is a
major focus of contemporary writing and reading. 4 Workshops on
every conceivable type of secular and rel igious spirituality abou nd.
Retreat houses are booked months and even years in advance. Spiritual
renewal programs multiply and spi ritual directors and gurus of various
stripes, with or without some kind of accreditation, h ave m ore cl ients
than they can handle. Spirituality h as even becom e a serious concern
of business executives, in the workplace, among athletes, and in the
entertainment world. Spirituality as a research d iscipline is gradually
being recognized in the academy as a legitimate field of study. I n
short, if religion is in trouble, spirituality is in the asce ndancy and che
irony of this situation evokes puzzlement and anxiety in the religious
establishment, scrutiny among theologians, and justification among
those who have traded the religion of their pas t for the spirituality of
their present.
The justification of intense interest in sp irituality and alienation
from religion is often expressed in a statement such as, "I am a spiritual

person (o r on a spiritu al journey), but I am not very religious." 5
Interestingly enough, and especially amo ng the yo ung, this religionless
spirituality often freely avails itself of the acco utrements of religion.
Invocation of angels, practices such as meditation or fasting, personal
and communal rituals, the use of symbols and sacramentals from various traditions such as incense and candles, crystals, rainsticks, vescmen ts, and religious arc are common. Indeed, even the most secular
types of spirituality seem bound to borrow some of their resources
from the religious traditions they repud iate.
Finally, o ur era is marked by an unp recedented contact and interchange among religions, not only ecumenical contact with fe llow
Christians but genuinely inter- religious encoun ters amo ng the three
monotheistic religions (Judaism, C hristianity, and Islam) and between
chem and the other great wo rld religions.6 These contacts run the
gamut from serious interfaith encounter through dialogue and shared
practice7 even co the point of disciplined "crossing over" 8 to nai:vely
disrespectful "raiding" of other tradi tions by spiritual dabblers wh o
appropriate interesting objects or practi ces from religions not their
own. Whatever else can be said , it is no longer the case in the first
world that most people are initiated from childhood into a fam ily
religious affiliation and rem ain within it for a lifetim e, never seriously
quest ioning its validity and, in turn, passing it on to their own offspring. T h ese religious developments in our culture affect all of us, in
one way or another, personally and/or through our ch ildren or students.
The subtitle of this lecture suggests th ree possible models fo r th e
relationship between religion and spirituality. First, th ere are chose who
consider the two as separate enterprises w ith no necessary connection.
Religion and spirituality are strangers at the banquet of transcenden ce
who never actually meet or converse. This is surely the position, on
the one h and, of our contemporaries wh o respect the religious involvements of others but are simply not interested in participating in it
themselves, or of those, o n the other hand, who consider correct and
faithful religious practice quite adequate to their needs w ithout any
superfluous spirituality trimm ings. Second, some consider religion and
spirituality as conflicting realities, related in inverse proportion . The
more spiritual one is, the less religious and vice versa. The two are
rivals fo r the allegiance of serious seekers. This is the position, o n th e
on e hand , of many who have repudiated a rel igion th at has h urt ch em
or who simply find religion empty, hypocritical, or fossilized and, on
the other hand, of chose whose dependence on religious a uth ori ty is
threatened by spirituality which does not ask clerical p ermission or
accept official restraints in its quest for God. 9 Finally, some see religion
2

and spirituality as two dimensions of a single enterprise which, like
body and spirit, are often in tension but are essential to each other.
In other words, they see the two as partners in the search for God.
The last is the position for which I will argue in what follows. But
I do not plan co do so from a dogmatic position or for apologetic reasons.
Rather, by describing w ith some nuance both religion and spirituality,
I will try to uncover both rhe real and the ersatz sources of tension
between them and then suggest how a contemporary person who takes
seriously che spiritual quest on the one hand and the real resources
and problems of religion on the other can situate h erself or himself
in our religiously pluralistic environment with integrity, freedom, and
responsibility.

II. SPIRITUALITY
Many today would argue chat spirituality is the more important of che
two terms, religion being a form (if not a Procrustean bed) of spirituality. In face, the priority assigned to either religion or sp irituality in
relation co the ocher depends on the level on which one is discussing
each term. At its deepest level each is prior and the question of priority
becomes a classical chicken-and-egg conundrum. Bue in contemporary
experience, I would argue, spirituality has a certain priority so I will
discuss it first.
A. Spirituality as an Anthropological Constant
In its most basic or anthropological sense, spirituality, like personality,
is a characteristic of the human being as such . le is the capacity of persons co transcend themselves through knowledge and love, chat is, co
reach beyond themselves in relationship co ochers and thus become
more than self-enclosed material monads. In this sense, even the newborn child is spiritual while the most ancient rock is not. But we usually
reserve the term "spirituali ty" for a somewhat developed relacionality
co self, others, the world, and the Transcendent, whether the last is
called God or designated by some other term. Although spirituality
is not necessarily C hristi an or Catholic, and I will be making some
appropriate distinctions below, my concern, in view of the context of
this lecture, is primarily Catholic Christian spirituality.
Spirituality as a developed relationality (rather than a mere capacity) is not generic. We distinguish among spiritualities according to
various criteria. For example, we may distinguish qualitatively between
a healthy and a rigid spirituality. We may distinguish spiritualities by
religious tradition or family as Catholic or Benedictine. Or we may
distinguish spiritualities by salient features, e.g., as Eucharistic or
3

femi nist. These distinctions are n ot n ecessarily m utually exclusive.
A healthy spiri tuali ty may be Catholic, Benedictin e, Euchari st ic,
and feminist. Conversely, a rigid spiri tuality may also be Catholic,
Benedictine, Eucharistic, and feminist. In sh ort, altho ugh all humans
are spiritual in the basic a n th ropological sense, and all C hristian spirituali ties share a deep com monality, each individual d evelops her or
his spirituality in a unique and person al way, an alogously to che way
individuals develop their common humanity into a unique personality.
T herefore, the spiricualicies of Christians, even within the same denomination, religious order, or movem ent, m ay differ enormously.

B. Spirituality as Life Project and Practice
W h at, then , is th is unique an d person al synthesis, den oted by the
term "spiri tual ity?" Peter Van Ness, a professor of religion at Columb ia
U nive rsity wh o has specialized in the study of nonreligio us or secular
spirituality, d efines spirituality as "the quest fo r attaining an optimal
relationship between what one truly is and everything that is. " 10 By
"everything that is" he means reality appreh ended as a cosmic to tali ty
and by "what one truly is" h e means all of the self to which o ne has
attained. In ocher words, spirituality is the attem pt co relate, in a
positive way, oneself as a personal whole to reality as a cosmic wh ole.
T his definition is broad enough co include both religious and secular
spi ri tuali t ies.
In my ow n writings I have offered a somewhat mo re specified
definitio n char may serve our purposes. I defin e spirituality as "the
experience of conscious involvement in the project of life integratio n
thro ugh self-t ranscendence coward th e ultimate value one perceives. " 11
Like Van Ness, I have cried to d efine spirituality broadly enough that
the definition can apply co religious and nonreligious or secular sp iritualities and specifically en ough that it does no t include virtually
anything chat anyone espouses.
The adjective "spiritual" was coin ed by Sr. Paul, who used it to
denote chat w hich is influenced by the Holy Spirit of God (fo r exam ple, "spiritual perso ns" [ l Corinthians 2: 13, 15] or "spi ritual blessings"
[Ephesians l :3; Rom ans 15:27]) and the substantive, "spirituality,"
derives fro m tha t adj ective. Howeve r, although "spiritual" originated as
a Christian term, 12 spirirualicy, in the las t few decades, has become a
generic term fo r the living of rhe human capacity fo r self-transcendence,
regardless of whether char experien ce is religious or not. In other words,
spirituali ty h as lose its explicit reference to the infl uence of the Holy
Spirit and come to refer primarily to the activity of the human spirit.
The term has even been applied retrospectively to the classical Greeks
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and Romans and ocher ancient peoples who certainly wo uld not have
applied the term co their own experience. 13 Without going into the
arguments for or against chis expansion in the application of the terms
"spiritual" and "spirituality," I suggest that we have to recognize the
linguistic face chat neither religion in general nor C hristianity in particular any longer controls the meaning and use of the terms. This
being the case, we need to unpack the general definition in order co
clarify the meaning of the term as it is being used today and then
show h ow Christian spirituality involves a specification of chis general
definition.
First, spirituality as we are using it in this definition denotes
experience, a term that is itself very difficul t co define. In this context,
however, it implies chat spirituality is not an abstract idea, a theory,
an ideology, or a movement of some kind. It is personal-lived reality
that has both active and passive dimensions.
Second, spirituality is an experience of conscious involvement in a
project, which means chat it is neither an accidental experience such as
the result of a drug overdose, nor an episodic event such as being overwhelmed by a beautiful sunset. le is not a collection of practices such
as saying certain prayers, rubbing crystals, or going to church. It is an
ongoing and cohere1:t approach to life as a consciously pursued and
ongoing enterprise.
Third, spirituality is a project of Life-integration, which means that
it is holistic, involving body and spirit, emotions and thought, activity
and passivity, social and individual aspects of life. le is an effort to
bring all of life together in an integrated synthesis of ongoing growth
and development. Spirituality, then, involves one's whole life in relation co reality as a whole.
Fourth, chis project of life-integration is pursued by consistent
self-transcendence toward ultimate value. This implies chat spirituality
is essentially positive in its direction. A life of narcissistic egoism, selfdestructive addiction, or social violence, even though it may involve
the totality of the person's being, is not a spirituality. The focus of
self-transcendence is value chat the person perceives as ultimate not
only in relation co oneself bur in some objective sense. One might
perceive life itself, personal or social well-being, the good of the earth,
justice for all people, or union with God as ultimate value. Sometimes,
of course, the perception of ultimate value is mistaken. We have seen
tragic examples of chis in cults such as H eaven's Gate.14 W hat presents
itself as spirituality, in other words, requires discernment.
Remembering chat, in the concrete, there is no such thing as
generic spirituality, let us now apply this general definition of spiritu5

al ity to the specific t radit ion of Christianity. Here we are dealing with
an explicitly religious sp iritual ity in which the horizon of ultimate
value is the triune God revealed in Jesus Christ, in whose life we share
thro ugh the gift of the Holy Spirit. C hristian spiritual ity is the life of
faith, hope, and love within the co mmun ity of the Church through
which we put on the mind of C h rist by participating sacramentally
and existentially in his paschal mystery. T h e desired life-integration is
personal transformation in Christ, which implies participatio n in che
transformation of the world in justice for all creatu res.
C hristian spirituality, then, is C hristian because of the specification of the general features of spirituality by specifically C hristian
conten t: God, Trinity, Ch rist, Spirit, creation, Church, pasch al
mystery, sacraments, and so on . However, C hristians sh are th e fundamental reality of spirituality with ocher tradi tions such as Hinduism ,
Buddhism , Taoism, Islam, Judaism, and native traditions. Some of
these traditions, such as Judaism and Hi nd uism, are speci fi cally religious, chat is, theistic, in char th ey identify deity as rhe horizo n of
ultimate value. Ochers, like Taoism and Buddhism, are analogo us to
religions in that the ho rizo n of ultimate value is absolutely transcendent although n ot identified as a personal God. There are ocher spiritualities chat are implicitly o r explici tl y nonrel igious in char they
recogn ize no transcendent reality, nothing beyond the cosmos as
naturally knowable. And finally, som e spiritu alities, e.g., feminise or
ecological spiritualities, have both religious and nonreligious fo rms. 15

III. RELIGION
With this basic understandi ng of spiri tuality as a dimension of human
being char is actualized in some people as a life p roject and practice,
we can turn now to a consideration of religion.

A. Three Levels of Religion
Like spirituality, the term "religion" can be used on different levels and
m ay well be accepted on one level and repudiated on anoth er by the
same person at the same time. At its most basic, rel igion is the fundamental life stance of the person wh o believes in transcende nt reality,
however d esignated, and ass umes some realistic posture befo re that
ultimate reality. Rel igion in chis most basic sense involves a recognition
of the total dependence of the creature on the source or matrix of being
and life, which gives rise to such attitudes and actions as reverence,
gratitude for being and life and all tha t sustains it, co mpunction for
fai lure to live in that context in a worthy manner, and reliance on the
transcendent fo r help in living an d d ying. In this sense, religion is at
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the root of any spiritual quest that is not explicitly atheistic or reductivcly naturalistic. However vaguely they may define the Ultimate
Reality, or however antagonistic coward organized religion they mighr
be, most people speaking of spi rituality arc religious in chis most
basic sense.
Second, religion can denote a spiritual tradition such as Christianity
or Buddhism, usually emanating from some foundational experience
of divine or cosmic revelation (e.g. , Jesus' experience of divine filiacion
or the Buddha's enl ightenment) that has given rise co a ch aracteristic
way of understanding and living in the presence of the numinous .
Most people are born into su ch a tradition remotely in their home
culture and often proximately in their family of origin. For example,
wheth er or not they go to church or synagogue or know much about
che doctrines of Christian icy or Judaism, most North Americans operate within a fram ework chat is traditionally Judeo-Christian.
Separating oneself completely from rhe religious tradition of one's origin and/or culture is actually extremely difficult and requires considerable intellectual effort even for those who have chosen another tradition or deliberately rejected all traditions. T hus, even people who
claim to have rejected religion in favor of spirituality probably continue to operate co some degree in relation to a religious tradition, if
only by way of co ntrast. This might come co expression, for example,
in an explicit modeling of one's life on Jesus even if one no longer
goes co church or checks "Catholic" on a census form. le may even
express itself in rhe version of "God" char the resolute agnostic rejects!
Third, rhe rerm "religion" can denote a religion or institutionalized
foi-mulation of a particular spiritual tradition such as Missouri Synod
Lutheranism, Soto Buddhism , Roman Catholicism, Reformed Judaism,
and so on. Religion as insriru cionalized tradition, as those who specialize in its study cell us, is a notoriously diffic ult rerm to define. 16
Traditionally, and probably in the popular imagination, a rel igion is
identified as an institutionalized system of relating with God or gods,
leading to salvatio n eith er in chis life or another life. However, as
scho lars have studied societies in the concrete, they have discovered
that religion in many cultures is not a separate institution distinguish ed from parallel institutions such as the political, econom ic, or
educational bur chat these dimensions of gro up life are embedded
inseparably in the culture as a whole. Furthermore, not all the cultural
systems we would identify as religious involve belief in God. For
example, Buddhism and Taoism, w hich are certain ly analogous to
Hinduism or Cluisrianicy as paths of salvation, both totally permeate
their respective cultures and are noncheistic. What seem s to mark reli7

gions in the concrete is that they are cultural systems for dealing with
ult imate reality, whether or not that ultimate reality is conceptualized
as God, and they a re organized in particular patterns of creed, code,
and cu lt.
First, they are cultural systems. They are institutionalized ·patterns
of belief and behavior in which certain global meanings, usually based
on some kind of fou ndational revelat ion or revelatory insight, are
socially sha red. So, for example, Christianity holds certain global
convictions based on the Judea-Christian revelation of God through
Jesus which embrace our relationships with self, other human beings,
and the world.
Second, religions are concerned with whatever a society or group
considers ultimately important, however that is defi ned. This may
involve placati ng dangerous deities or pleasing benevolent ones; assu ring fertility or victo ry in war; honoring ancestors or achieving enlightenment. In Christianity what is ultimately important is salvation, which
invo lves both personal union with God, now and for all eternity, and
the transformation of all creation in C hrist.
Third, religions are culturally institutionalized in the form of
creed, or what the group believes about the nature and functioning of
personal, cosm ic, and transcendent reality; code, or what the group
holds to be obligatory or fo rbidden in o rder to live in accord with
ultimate reality; and cult, or how the gro up symbolically expresses its
dependence upon ulti mate reality whether that be a personal God, the
cosmos itself as sacred , the ancestors, or some other transcendent or
quasi-transcendent reality. In some way, religions are about the socially
mediated human relationship to the sacred, the ultimate, the transcendent, the divine. These are not strictly equivalent terms b ut religion as
institution is basically a cultural system for dealing with that which
transcends not only the individual but even the social entity as a whole.

B. The Dialectical Relation Between Religious Tradition and
Institutionalization
In light of the foregoing, we can see that religions as cultural systems
operate on two levels that are distinguishable but so intimately related
that they cannot be separated, namely, the religious tradition and the
institutionalization of that tradition in an organized system called a
religion o r, in some cases, a denomination or a sect within a religio us
tradition.
Religions are usually born in the intense, often mys tical, revelatory
experience of a founding figure or group who encounters the divine,
the nu minous, in some direct way that leads to personal life transfor8

mation, i. e., to spiritual ity in the developed sense. But if th is revelation
experience and its ch aracteristic spi rituality is ro give rise co a religious
tradition, is to have followers beyond the original founding figures,
the spirituality to which it gives birth must be someh ow institutionalized as a religion (or analogous reality) . T he enlightenment of the
Buddha, the burning bush encounter of Moses, the "abba" experience
of Jesus gave rise respectively to Buddhism, Judaism , and Christianity
as traditions lived by com munities in some institutio nalized form. And
it is precisely chis insti tutional cha racter char is both the safeguard and
the nemesis of religious traditions and their spiritualities.
T he reason for inscitucio nalizacion is clear. If the spirituality of a
religious trad ition is co be made available co others, th ere h as to be a
way of initiating people into the mystery th at has been discovered by
or revealed to the founding figures and of sustaining them in living it.
By ri ces of initiation, inculcated teach ings and practices, m entoring by
mature m embers, systems of rewards and punishments that encourage
correct belief and beh avior, and properly celebrated rituals, the religious institu tion passes on the religious traditio n and its spirituality,
thus sustaining not only its m embers but itself as a social reality. T he
resulting cultural system governs the most important aspects of th e life
of che group such as sexuality, kinsh ip, worship, che distribution of
material goods, the exercise of social power and authority, and so on.
Its ultimate purpose, h owever, is not simply the fostering of social
meaning or th e regulation of behavior in the society but the personal
development and even salvation, i.e., the spirituality, of the persons
who ma ke up the society.
In chis sense, institutionalization as an organized religion is what
m akes spirituali ty as a daily experience of participation in a religious
tradition possible for che majori ty of people. When there is no institutionalized religion, the religio us tradition itself dissi pates into a vague
and sh apeless gen eralized ethos. It m ay have som e kind of private significance for individuals or some kind of public ceremonial function,
but there is no way for the participants to share it with one another or
em body it in public life. In our country, for example, the banishing of
all religions as institutions from public life under a (m is)interpretacion
of the First Amendmen t has created a spiritual vacuum in which
sh ared beliefs and values cannot be call ed upon to shape public policy
or sanct ion private behavior. In the once-Ch ristian Czech Republic,
the now widespread atheism is due to the aggressive su ppressio n of
institutional religion d uring the Communise regime.
The danger, of course, in the institutionalization of any religious
tradition is chat institutions often end up taking the place of the values
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they were established to promote. Institutionalization of religion easily
leads to empty ritualism, hypocrisy, clericalism, corruption, abuse of
power, superstition, and ocher deformations famil iar from the history
of religions and from whi ch no religion is totally free. Many people
are so scandalized and disi ll usioned by these defo rmations chat they
jettison all connection with institutionalized religion.
Such global rejection of religion involves a failure to distinguish
between the authentic and life-giving religious tradition and the spirituality to wh ich it gives rise on the one hand, and its institutional
form on the other. It is a classic case of curing a headache by decapitation. The Christian tradition centered in Jesus the Christ has been
institutio n alized in Roman Catholicism, Orthodoxy, Protestantism,
Episcopalianism, and other denominations . Each of these churches has
carried the authentic tradition more or less successfully throughout its
history. Institutional Catholicism, for example, h as had glorious moments,
such as the Second Vatican Council, and utterly despicable moments
such as the medieval Inquisition and its contemporary counterpart.
Although institutions are noto riously prone to corruption, noninstitutionalized spi ritualities, especially those unrelated to any religious tradition, are prone to extremism and instability on the one
hand and to ghettoizing on the other. When people abandon the religious institution, even (or perhaps especially) if they manage to find a
small group of like-minded companions in exile, they are left without
the corrective criticism of an historically tested communi ty and the
public scrutiny that any society focuses on recognized groups within
it. And they also lose the leverage chat would enable them to influen ce
systemically either church or society. 17 Such unaffiliated individuals or
gro ups have no access to che sustaining shared practice of a tradition
chat has stood the test of time. They no longer enjoy the social
encouragement, the plausibi lity structures of a shared sociology of
belief, the clarity of a coherent theology, the formative mediation of
a canonical sacred literature, the tested tradition of moral ideals and
restraints, the wisdom of the great figures in the tradition.
However, it must be frankly acknowledged that the regular practice
of institutional religion is no guarantee at all of the internalization of the
tradition as personal spirituality, and faithful denominational membership is no guarantee of voice or influence in eith er church or society.
In short, the institutionalization of religious tradition in organized
religions is a paradoxical blessing. le makes it possible to initiate people
into an authentic tradition of spirituality, gives chem companions on
the jo urney and tested wisdom by which to live, and supports them in
times of suffering and personal instability. But it also provides a way
10

for people co be publicly correct and socially respectable without ever
becoming truly spiritual, and it often undermines personal faith by its
own infidelity to the tradition, sometimes exacerbated by cynical
official insistence that its wo rst offenses, for example anti-Semitism or
the oppression an d exclusion of women, are expressions of the divine
will. It can require uncommon faith and integrity co find in the
Christian tradition the resources for a genui ne Cath olic spirituality
by participating in the life of an institution th at is often a very poor
vehi cle of that tradition.

IV. THE CONTEMPORARY CONFLICT BETWEEN
SPIRITUALITY AND RELIGION
H aving looked at the meanings of and the distinctio n between spirituality and religion chat h ave gro unded the age-old tension verified in
every religious tradition between organized religion and personal spi rituality, we are in a position co appreciate the particularly acute version
of that conflict today. Because religion is not embedded in Wes tern
culture but exists as a distinct institution we, unlike our forebears, can
objectify it, compare it to religions in other cul tu res, and thus problematize it in a way members of more tradition al societies could not.
The alienation of many contemporary people w h o have aban doned
religion in favor of spirituality has a d ouble source that was not operative in earlier times or more restricted societies. First, postmodernity
fosters the p ursuit of idiosyncratic and nonreligious spirituality and,
seco nd, ideological criticism reinforces the alien ation of contemporary
seekers from institutionalized religion.

A. Postmodernity and Non-Religious Spirituality
This is not the place, nor d o I have the time, to give even a thumbnail
sketch of the emerging culture of p ostm odernity. 18 Suffice it to say that
it differs from the modern culture in which most of today's adults
were raised by its anti-foundational ism and its rejection of master narratives. This entails the repudiation of any kind of u nitary worldview,
as well as a recognition chat ochers are irreducibly d ifferen t and cannot
be subsumed into our reali ty or perspective. A postmod ern mentality
often involves the repudiation of any claims to normacivicy or nonnegotiable ulcim acy by any institution or agen cy, a thoroughgoing relativism with regard to religion as well as ocher institutions an d autho rities, and a despair of genui ne relationships wi th th ose w hose reality is
really "other" than our own. Postmodern icy, therefore, is characterized
by fragmencacion of thought and experience w hich focuses attention
on the present moment, on immediate satisfaction, on what works for
11

me rather than on historical con tinuity, social consensus, or shared
hopes for a common future. In this foundationless, relativistic, and
alienated context there is, nevertheless, often a powerfully experienced
need for some foc us of meaning, some source of di rectio n and value.
The intense interest in spirituali ty coday is no doubt partially an
expression of chis n eed.
Religion, however, especially the type co which C h ristiani ty
belongs, p resupposes a un itary wo rld view w hose master narrative
stretching from creation to the end of the world is ontologically based
and which makes clai ms to universal validity w hile promising an
eschacological reward for delayed personal gratification and sacrificial
social commitment. In other words, the Christian religion is intrins ically diffic ul t to reco ncile with a postmodern sensibility. By contrast, a
nonreligio us sp iri tuality is often very compatible with that sensibility
precisely because it is usually a p rivatized, idiosyncratic, personally
satisfying stance and practice chat makes no doctrinal claims, im poses
no moral authority outside on e's own conscience, creates no necessary
personal relationships or social responsibilities, and can be changed or
abandoned whenever it seems not to wo rk for che practitioner. Com mitment, at least of any permanent kind, which involves both an
im plied affirmatio n of personal subj ectivity and a co nviction about
cosmic objectivity, is easily circumve nted by a spirituality chat has no
institutional or community affiliation. Clearly such a spirituality is
much more compatible with a postmodern sensibility than the religion
of any church, especially Christiani ty.

B. Ideology Criticism of Institutional Religion
Exacerbating the postmodern ch allen ge to institutional religion and
the corresponding attraction of nonreligious spirituality is the serious
contempo rary ideological criticism of rel igion itself. Although it began
in che Enlightenment, this criticism is exacerbated today by che ecumenical and interreligious experience characteristic of postmodern
globalization and che general es pousal in the first wo rld of democratic
and participative principles of social organization. T hree features of
institutionalized Western religion, especially C hristianity, have become
increasingly alienating for contemporary seekers.
First, religions have been, histo rically, exclusive. Exclusivity can be
cultural and geographical, as was the case with the great religions of
the East before migration within, into, and beyond Asia became common . 19 le can also be tri bal, as h as been the case with Native American
or African religions whose adherents never understood or intended
their beliefs co extend beyond th e tribe in which che religion was cul12

rurally embedded. Or, excl usivity can be doctri nal and cultic as has
been the case with Islam, to some extent Judaism (which is unique in
many ways), and especially Christianity and its subdivis ions. As long
as the doctrinal and cultic exclusivity was implicit because there was
little or no contact with or conversion agenda toward outsiders, exclusivity posed little problem. But in the cases of Christianity and Islam,
which felt called to convert the wo rld to thematic adherence to their
religious fai th and p ractice, it became both an agend a of domination
by the institu tion and a litmus test of acceptabi li ty for members.
There is no need to rehearse the tragic history of Christian persecution
of Jews and Muslims, cult ural des truction by Ch ristian missionaries,
the internecine wars among Christian denomi nations, the witch hunts
and inquisitions within Christian denominations, or the holy wars of
Islam. Religious exclusivity has been a source of hatred and violence,
which many contemporary believers find so scandalous that they can
no lon ger associate with the sources and purveyors of it.
Second, religions as institutions are traditionally ideological.
M embership involves acceptance of a particular set of beliefs and
obligatory practices and prohibitions. In many cases, fair-minded
mod erns find some of the doctrines incredible and some of the practices arbitrary or oppressive and they claim the right to dissent.
Increasingly, educated p eople reject the kinds of controls on their
mi nds and behavior, imposed in the name of God, that such beliefs,
practices, and prohibitions rep resent. Repudiating membership in a
religio us denomination m eans, for many people, shaking free of narrow-minded dogmatism and guilt-induci ng morality fo r the sake of
spiritual breadth, autonomy of conscience, and psychological maturity.
Ano ther aspect of institutional ideology th at many people find
alienating is th e official repudiation of non-Christian practices which
a believer might find attractive and spiritually helpful. As Christians
h ave encountered other religions and quasi-religions directly, rather
than p u rely academically, they have experienced the power of rituals
and practices fro m Native American sweat lodges to Zen m editation,
from African drumming to feminist nature rituals, from psychotherapy
and support groups to channeling and twelve-step programs. Eclecticism, syncretism, and relativism, fam iliar to the postmodern m ind
in the areas of art, science, medicine, business, and education, seem
n atural enough also in the sphere of religion. Bue even serious scholars
of religion who are trying to mediate the inter-religious conversation
are often viewed, by church officials, with suspicion or even alarm
when th ey attempt to deal with the possible mutual enrichment of
religions.n The simplest solu tio n many see to the ideological narrow13

ness and protectionism of the religious institution is to resign from
official membership and pursue a personal spirituality within which
they can include whatever seems to be of value for the religious quest,
whatever the provenance of such resources.
A thi rd problematic feature of institutional ized religions, especially
with in the Christian tradition, is the clerical system. Ministers who
fulfill an organizational o r service function in a religious group such
as sacralizing and recording births and deaths, witnessing marriages,
providing materials fo r devotional practices, or maintaining places of
worship or devotion may not pose a problem. Bur a sacerdotal clergy
that claims ontological superiority to ordinary bel ievers and arrogates
to itself the exercise of an absolutely necessary intermediary role
between the believer and God is highly problematic fo r m any people.22
The egalitarian theory and practice of Western democratic societies
tends to recognize only acq uired superio rity based on competence or
achievement and to be highly suspicious of ascribed status such as that
of the clergy. Furthermore, it tends to resen t monopoly of scarce
resources, whether material or spiritual, by any self-appointed agency,
especially if the monopoly is used to subordinate the nonparticipants. 23
Many find intuitively repugnant the claim by a small exclusive group
to control the access to God of the vast majority of believers. In a
denomination such as Catholicism, which not only has such a clerical
system but in which half the membership is barred from access to it
on the basis o f gender, this repugnance can and has led to disaffiliation
fro m the religion altogether.
In short, the repudiatio n of institutional rel igion in favor of personal spirituality is, for many people, actually the repudiation of
d enom inational belonging rather than of religion as such or of religious
traditions in their entirety. It arises from a rejection, on the one hand,
of a medieval institutional model of the Church that is hardly compatible with either a sophisticated ecclesiology or a postmodern understanding of institutions, and on th e other hand, of the exclusivism,
ideological legalism, and cl ericalism that often characterize institutional religion. Nondenomi national personal spirituality, by co ntrast,
seems to allow one to seek God, to grow personally, and to commit
oneself to the betterment of the world and society with freedom of
spirit and openness to all char is good and useful, whatever its so urce. 24
There can be no question that many such disaffiliated seekers are
admirable human beings and some m ay even exercise a prophetic
function by challenging the hypocrisy and con trol agen da of organized
religion and modeling, by the sheer goodness of their lives, a spirituality that seems more auchentic. 25
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V. MAKING A CASE FOR THE PARTNERSHIP OF RELIGION
AND SPIRITUALITY
Against th e background of this acknowledgm ent that, at least fo r so me
peopl e, a purely p rivate and even idiosyncratic spirituality may work, I
want to argue two poin ts: first, that it is not an optimal fo rmula fo r the
spiritual life of individuals or for the good of society; second, that it evades
che major ch allenge to u nity that the Gospel addresses to us as human
beings and as C hristians at chis particular j uncture in world histo ry.

A. Religion as the Appropriate Context for Spirituality
First, I would suggest that religio n is the opti mal context fo r sp irituality. T he great religious traditions of the world are much more adequate
matrices for spiritual d evelopment and practice th an personally constructed amalgam s of beliefs and practices. In reality, such constructed
spiritualiti es are p rivate religions and, while chis construction m ight
seem like a creative fo rm of postm odern b ricolage, it is often quite
na·ive about how we humans function, individually and corporately.
I have already pointed out some of the shortcomi ngs of nonaffiiated
spirituali ty fo r the individual. Firs t, lackin g roots in a tested wisd om
tradition or com m u nity of criticism, such spiritualities are n ot only
prone to rem aking all th e mistakes of the past but also, more seriously,
to extremism and fanaticism. And those who lack the personal intensity
to become extremists are likely to drift in to spiritual lethargy in the
absence of a community of support and encouragement. Com m unity,
alth ough never perfect, is the nearly indispensable context fo r a wise
and sustained spiri cualicy. Spirituality chat lacks roo ts in a tradition,
although it m ay relate a person sporad ically to a variety of like- m inded
seekers, lacks the ongoing support and appropriate ch allenge that a
stable comm uni ty of faith provides .
Second, personal spiritualities composed of a variety of intrinsically unrelated practices must draw on equally u nrelated beliefs to
sustai n and guide the practice. Rigid dogm atism, especially the kind
chat was imposed on believers in pre-conciliar Cath olicism, is rightly
bemoaned b ur the consistency of a though tful and critical systematic
rheology is a crucial structural sup port fo r the faith and m orality that
are integral to any spirituality. For example, the belief that all humans
are made in the image and like ness of God and redeemed by Christ
grounds the m oral imperative of absolute respect fo r others regardless
of age, race, gender, or class. Conversely, a general ben evolence based
on the golden rule is unlikely to gro und either costly respect for th e
enemy or the active co mm itment to social justice of theologically
informed Christian fa ith.
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My third, a nd most impo rtant, hesitation about the adeq uacy of
disaffiliated spirit ual ity is that, while it may respond well to someone's
curren t fe lt needs, it has no past and n o future. It is deprived of the
riches of an organic trad ition that has developed over centuries in confrontation wi th historical ch allenges of all kinds. And even if it faci li tates some m ajor spiritual intuitions by th e individual, it is intrinsically
incapable of contributing them to future generations except, in some
extraordinary cases, by way of a written testimony. 27 By contrast, the
participant in a religious tradition can both profit from and criticize
all that has go ne before and thus, at least potentially, can h elp h and on
to successive generatio ns a wiser, more compassionate approach to the
universal human dilemmas and challenges. Privatized spirituality, like
the "social cocooning" in lifestyle enclaves that sociologists h ave identified as a majo r problem in contemporary American society, 28 is at
least na"ively narcissistic. It implicitly defines sp irituali ty as a private
pursuit for personal gain, even if that gain is socially committed.
Although the practitioner may be sincerely attempting to respond to a
reality, e.g., God , who tra nscends he rself or himself, she or he remains
the sole arbiter of who God is and what God asks. The person accepts
as authoritative no challenge to personal blindness or sel fishness from
sacred texts or com muni ty. There is certainly continuity, but there is
also a real difference, ben¥een the personal openness to challenge chat
a sincere person but religiously unaffiliated person might try to maintain and the actual acco untability that is required of the member of
a community.
In summary, the argument I am making for religion as the most
productive co ntext for spi rituality, for both the individual and the
comm uni ty, is chat the quest for God is too complex and too impo rtant to be reduced co a private enterprise. It is, of course, crucial for
all of us to remain ever vigilant in gu arding the liberty of our conscien ce and the integrity of our practice against the deformations of
institutional religion. But while sitting lighcly to institu tion we need
to immerse ourselves deeply in our religious tradition and th e community called church, which embodies a nd carries that tradition. Only
from within that com munity can we avail ourselves of its riches and
promote not only the integrity of the institution bur also the fecundity of the tradition itself.

B. Religious Commitment as the Instrument of Unity
As John Paul II , the Bishop of Rome, h as said on a number of occasions d propos of millennial observances, unity is a deep desire of the
heart of God and the ultimate vocation of th e human race. 29 The
16

creation story in Genesis, while it tells us nothing scientific about the
origin of hu manity, forcefully exp resses the theological truth that God
created humanity as one family. Thar family was split apart by sin but
Jesus' deepest desi re, for which he gave his life, is that "all may be
one" as he and God arc o ne (John 17:20-21) . I ro nically, and tragically,
one of the most powerful sources of d ivision amo ng humans is religion
itself, bur in our d ay historical forces of all ki nds are inviting us, challenging us, urging us to overcome religious division.
Globalizatio n itself is involving us with our sisters and brothers of
every nation and ethnic grou p on earth. We know more abo u t other
religions than any previous generation. Vatican II opened the windows
of the C hurch, not only toward other Ch ristian denominations and
our Jewish and Islamic fellow monotheists, but even tentatively suggested that we reach out across the d ivide between ourselves and the
other great world religions. But these positive fo rces toward religious
uni ty are counteracted by econom ic greed and political imperialism,
by an cient and recent ethn ic hatreds, by fundamentalist extremism
and social intolerance, and even by ecclesiastical control agendas.
The pat h to reconciliation among religions is one we have so
recently begun to walk that we have no adequate theological foundation upon which to proceed. Theologians of religion are struggling
with such issues as how to reconcile Ch ristiani ty's absolute and excl usive claims for Jes us C hrist as savior of the wo rld with the u ndeniable
salvific efficacy of religious traditions that predate C hristianity by
millennia and had never heard of Jesus until at least the 16th century.
And the very institutional authority that launched Catholicism into
rhe inter-religious enterprise has brought under suspicion the best
theologians working on these problems and issued wa rnings against
the types of inter-religious practice chat could open Catholics to the
riches of other crad itions.31 Nevertheless, the last half of the 20th century was marked by extrao rdinary efforts at inter-religious encounter
led by such remarkable individuals as Thomas M erton, Raimundo
Panikkar, E nomiya Lasalle, Bede Griffiths, Pascaline C off, and others.
However rocky the road ahead, the movement coward reconciliation
among the wo rld's religions m ust and will go for ward.
One of the clear lessons these pioneers have taught us relates
directly to our topic, namely, that fruitful inter-religious dialogue is
unlikely to take place, at least at the beginning, at the level of abstract
doctrinal exchange but only in the arena of shared practice and reflection on common o r analogous religious experience, in other words, in
t he sphere of spirituality. However, the m ost serious participants in
these shared experiences have consistently insisted chat only a perso n
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deeply immersed in and faithful co her or his own tradition can make
a real contribution to chis dialogue. Inter-religious dialogue is not promoted by che well-meaning civility of vague nondenominational ism or
some attempt at a lease common denominator faith or a rootless practice composed of unrelated elements from a variety of traditions. The
serious participants in inter-religious dialogue insist upon the difference between sh allow syncretism and a gradually emerging organic
synthesis, between ungrounded relativism and generous inclusivicy,
between non-normative eclecticism and thoughtful integration. They
know che difference between interior enrichment by the ocher and
extrinsicisc accum ulation of the exotic. To embody these distinctions
in actual practice and illuminate chem by theoretical discourse that is
fully accountable to each tradition, genuinely open to the ocher, and
committed to a pluralistic unity which we cannot yet imagine, much
less describe in detail, is an enormously difficult undertaking. Bue
chose with experien ce in ch is arena, chose persons in different traditions who are recognized as holy within and outside their own communities such as Bede Griffiths, the Dalai Lama, Gandhi, Lao Tzu,
Abraham Heschel, and Black Elk, make it quite clear chat only chose
fully committed to their own tradition can both offer its riches to
ochers in a nonimperialiscic and credible way and be flexible enough
co seriously entertain the challenging gift of the ocher.
Paul Lakeland, in his very enlightening work on poscmodernism,
makes an important suggestion abo ut how a Christian believer might
reconci le the total claim of her or his faith with the openness co ocher
faiths chat is necessary for movement coward unity through honest
d ialogue. He says chat we muse e nter che arena of dialogue with our
own faith tradition behind rather than in front of us.32 In ocher words,
we do not advance as onto a field of battle with our tradition as shield
agai nst heresy or paganism or, worse yet, as a sword with which to
vanquish the ocher. Nor, however, do we check our faith tradition at
the door of the conference room and enter as a religious tabula rasa.
Rather, we enter undefended, securely rooted in our Christian faith
tradit ion chat we have internalized through study and practice as our
own living spirituality, knowing chat our truth can never be ultimately
threatened by the truth of che ocher. What will surely be threatened
and muse eventually be surrendered are the nonessentials we have
absolutized. Beyond char, much chat we had never encountered or chat
we had rul ed our a priori because we thought we understood it will
probably be added to our picture of reality.
Although it would requi re another essay to develop chis point, it
is worth mentioning here chat C hristian ity, despite all the disgraceful
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lapses in its 2,000-year history, has faithfully carried a unique and
crucial religious and sp iritual insigh t that, in my opinion, is desperately needed as an ingredient in any unity we humans can achieve.
T he incarnatio n of God in Jesus and the sacramentalism it grounds are
at the heart of Christian faith . H erein lies the amazing revelation that
divinity is available to us in and through humanity, not by flight from
the coordinates of nature, materiality, and history. But as we have
cherished this insight for all humanity we have made less progress than
our Eas tern counterparts in appreciating, intellectually or experientially,
divinity's absolute transcendence of all human categories, even being,
or primal peoples' sense of the sacredness of the n atural cosmos. In
ocher words, we have something to offer and something to receive and
chat is the basis of the ultimate form of human relationship, friendship.
Such fri end ship is based on God's relationship with us in Jesus: "I no
longer call you servants, but I have called you friends." Amazingly, as
th e Christmas liturgy proclaims, only by accepting from us, in Jesus,
th e gift of humanity could God offer us, in Christ, the gift of divinity.
This is the model of inter-religious exchange in which everyone gains
but no one remains unchanged.

VI. CONCLUSION
By way of summary and conclusion, I have tried to describe rhe religionspirituality problematic as it presents itself in the cultural context of
21 st-century America, analyze spirituality and religion separately, and
suggest char rhey should be related not as strangers or rivals bur as
partners. Such a relationship, analogous perhaps to the relationship
of spirit to body in the one person , is based on a recognition that
religion char is uninformed by lived spiritu ality is dead and often
deadly, while spirituality chat lacks the structural and functional
resources of institutionalized religious tradition is rootless and oft~n
fruirless for both the individual and society. Recognizing that the contemporary conflict between spirituali ty and religion is fueled by the
dynamics of postmodernicy and ideology criticism and that there is
considerable validity in the critique of institutional religion, I have
nevertheless argued that religion as tradition is the most approp riate
context for the development of a healthy spirituality that is both personally and societally fru itful and char only the rootedness of religious
commitment in tradition can equip us for the kind of inter-religious
participation that will further the unity of the human fam ily. The conflict between religion and spirituality arises primarily whe n religious
tradition is reduced to and equated with its institutionalization so that
rhe failures of the latter seem to invalidate rhe form er. What we may
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be learning from the struggles of our time in this aren a is how to sit
lightly to institution even as we drink deeply of our tradition. The oft
repeated claim of contemporary believers that we do not merely
belong to the church but that we are church, well expresses this
insight. Christianity, even Catholicism, is not che inscicucion but the
people of God. Institution plays an important role in carrying a tradition, but it does not own ic or control it in any absolute way.
For those who follow Jesus, a faithful but dangerously cri tical Jew
who was finally executed by the connivance of religious a nd political
power elites, there is no guarantee against the d istortions of religious
tradition by insticucional agencies, but the latter are finally powerless to
undermine genuine spirituality. Like Jesus, whose religious horizons,
first defined by his Jewish experience, were broadened by his encounter
with a genuine and even superior faith outside Judaism (e.g., Matthew
16:2 1-28; Luke 17:18-19; esp. Matthew 8:10-13) but who continued
co believe that salvation is from the Jews (cf. John 4:22), we canno t
close our minds or hearts to the truth that comes to us from outside
our own tradition nor can we afford co repudiate our own tradition
chat mediates salvation to us. Like Jesus, however, who encountered
God in the trad ition of Israel whose psalms were on his lips as he
died, we finally com mend our lives not to institutions but only into
che hands of God.
Sandra M . Schneiders, IHM
Jesuit School of Theology/
Graduate Theological Union
Berkeley, Cal iforn ia
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